"You lie like a doctor!": Petrarch's attack on medicine. by Trone, G. A.
YALE JOURNAL OF BIOLOGY AND MEDICINE 70 (1997), pp. 183-190.
Copyright C) 1997. All rights reserved.
HUMANITIES IN MEDICINE
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Francis Petrarch (or, in Italian, Francesco Petrarca) stands as one ofthe first modern
thinkers to explore the connections between the humanities and medicine. Arguing in
favor of the humanities against medicine, Petrarch expresses his negative attitude toward
medicine in a number of his works. First, his voluminous correspondence reveals in no
uncertain terms Petrarch's distrust of doctors and the medical profession as a whole.
Second, the work that most explicitly voices Petrarch's disdain for doctors is a treatise
entitled Invective contra medicum (Invectives Against a Doctor), which I will refer to as
the Contra medicum. In the four books of the Contra medicum written in 1352-1353,
Petrarch debates with a papal doctor about the relative worth ofthe disciplines ofrhetoric
and medicine. Third, Petrarch's longest Latin work, a treatise entitled De remediis
utriusquefortune (On the Remedies ofFortune Fair and Foul), which I will refer to as the
De remediis, offers alternatives to the remedies of naturalistic medicine. Composed
between 1353 and 1366, the work represents the positive alternative to Petrarch's typical-
ly negative attacks on medicine.
Before turning to look at Petrarch's argument against medicine, some historical and
biographical background will be helpful. Francis Petrarch was born in 1304 in a small
Tuscan town southeast of Florence. Petrarch's father, a notary, had been banished from
Florence in 1302 on trumped-up charges of political corruption. In 1312 Petrarch moved
with his family to Provence in southern France, where, in 1309, Pope Clement V had
transferred the Papal See. On the urging of his father, Petrarch studied civil law for ten
years at both the University of Montpellier and the University of Bologna. Eventually
rejecting the legal profession, however, Petrarch instead decided to pursue a clerical pro-
fession and, though never ordained apriest, enjoyed the financial support ofecclesiastical
appointments for the rest of his life. Petrarch was a restless spirit, frequently moving
between France andItaly in his early life and various northern Italian cities in his later life.
At the exact age of seventy, to the day, Petrarch died in 1374.
Petrarch has been variously described as "the Founder of the Renaissance," "the
Founder ofHumanism," and "the first modern man." Above all, Petrarch's historic signif-
icance is his discovery ofa modern historical consciousness. As the noted Petrarch schol-
ar Thomas Greene explains:
To say that Petrarch "discovered" history means, in effect, that he was the first to
notice that classical antiquity was very different from his own medieval world, and the
first to consider antiquity more admirable. Even ifanticipations ofthese attitudes may
be found, he was the first to publicize them so effectively as to influence profoundly
his immediate posterity [1].
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Petrarch's literary production includes works in both Latin and Italian. In Latin, he
wrote several philosophical treatises, collections of letters, invectives and biographies of
illustrious historical figures. In Italian, Petrarch composed lyric poetry, which inspired the
movement known as "Petrarchism," in which generations of European poets, including
Shakespeare, strove to imitate Petrarch's style.
The major medical catastrophe of the fourteenth century, the Black Death of 1348,
shook and forever altered Petrarch's consciousness. This outbreak of the bubonic plague
wiped out an estimated one-fourth to one-half of the population of Europe, about 75 mil-
lion people. One of the best descriptions of the havoc wreaked by the epidemic is offered
by a close friend of Petrarch, Giovanni Boccaccio, who paints a grim picture of the epi-
demic in the Introduction to the Decameron, a collection of short stories in Italian.
Boccaccio describes the disease with almost clinical precision: "Its earliest symptom, in
men and women alike, was the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or the armpit,
some ofwhich were egg-shaped whilst others were roughly the size of the common apple
[2]." Later in the course of the epidemic, according to Boccaccio, "many people began to
find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs, and other parts of the body, some-
times large and few in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced [3]."
Compounding the terror inspired by this mysterious disease was, according to
Boccaccio, the uselessness of doctors and medicine:
Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of
medicine were profitless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the illness was such that
it allowed no remedy: or perhaps those people who were treating the illness (whose
numbers had increased enormously because the ranks of the qualified were invaded by
people, both men and women, who had never received any training in medicine), being
ignorant of its causes, were not prescribing the appropriate cure [4].
The major difficulty in treating the disease, as Boccaccio notes here, was the inabili-
ty of doctors to determine the exact cause of the disease. In fact, Boccaccio reports that
the two prevailing theories explaining the epidemic were not medical but astrological and
moral: "Some say that it descended upon the human race through the influence of the
heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment signifying God's righteous anger at our
iniquitous way of life [5]."
Unable to determine that the disease was caused by a bacterium which fleas trans-
mitted from rodents to human beings, fourteenth century doctors themselves reverted to
astrological explanations of the disease. On the authority of such treatises as the
Astronomia Ypocratis (The Astronomy of Hippocrates), the competent medical practi-
tioner was in fact required to have a basic knowledge of astrology. Partly to enhance their
prestige and erudition, doctors would invoke the power of astrology in formulating the
prognosis of the patient, just as astrologers would in making predictions about the future.
In the process of adopting astrological methods, however, medicine exposed itself to
renewed attacks of determinism, a philosophy which was inconsistent with the Christian
tenets of free will and Divine Providence.
The Christian quarrel with astrology centers on the heretical premise that the heavens
determine worldly events (hence, "determinism"). By asserting that the stars control
human actions, astrologers subtly negate the God-given freedom of human beings to
choose their own actions. Furthermore, the astrological insistence that the universal laws
of Nature stretch from the heavens to the earth denies the possibility of divine or super-
natural intervention in the natural realm, such as the miracles of the Incarnation and the
Resurrection. Defending free will and the supernatural, Petrarch instead proposes a moral
explanation for the plague. According to Petrarch, sin, not a malignant conjunction of the
planets, is the cause for the plague.
184Trone: Petrarch's Attack on Medicine
In the wake ofthe second onslaught ofthe disease in 1362, Petrarch becomes partic-
ularly critical of astrological explanations of the plague. With the tragedy of 1348 still
fresh in memory, the outbreak of 1362 proves to be especially devastating for Petrarch.All
of Petrarch's best friends - Angelo di Pietro Stefano dei Tosetti, Francesco Nelli, and
Ludwig van Kempen -diedduring the second outbreak ofthe plague. In 1363 Boccaccio
flees Naples to avoid the epidemic and joins Petrarch in Venice, where Boccaccio stays
for three months before returning to Florence. On September 7, 1363, soon after
Boccaccio's departure, Petrarch writes him a long letter in which Petrarch expresses his
negative opinion of astrologers.
Convinced of the moral causes of the disease, Petrarch ridicules astrologers who
attribute the epidemic to the malignant influence ofthe planets and stars. Petrarch sees no
harm in listening to astrologers talk about the weather or celestial phenomenon like solar
or lunar eclipses. When astrologers overreach the narrow bounds of their competence,
however, Petrarch strenuously objects: "But when they prate about the affairs and vicissi-
tudes of men, things known only to God, they ought to be spurned as fabricators of dis-
mal lies, and refused intercourse not only with scholars but with all good men [6]."
Petrarch, indeed, proclaims that astrologers deserve criminal prosecution and punishment
to the full extent of the law.
Besieged by the deadly effects ofthe plague, Petrarch retreats from the outside world
in order to seek solace in the tranquillity of the mind. Spurning the naturalistic preoccu-
pation with combating death, Petrarch instead recommends that Boccaccio contemplate
death. For Petrarch, such a meditatio mortis is less a surrender to the power of the plague
than a mental preparation for the inevitability ofdeath. Petrarch advises Boccaccio: "you
should consult not the stars, not lightning or entrails or birds, in short, no divination at all,
butjust the mind deliberating in silence, and ifthere is any truth in my foreboding, this is
how I feel, inasmuch as it is God's wrath that overwhelms the human race [7]." Petrarch
later adds: "in this situation there is no otherremedy but to live prepared forthe time when
we shall be called [8]." And, finally, Petrarch reiterates his position: "I feel this to be the
sole remedy for such ills, and urge you to agree. There is no escape from death. This I
wrote long ago to a concerned friend, and I have not changed my mind [9]."
Nevertheless, Petrarch's acknowledgment of the inevitability of death should not be
confused with a suicidal mentality. Rather, he admits that staying healthy during the epi-
demic requires prudent measures, such as changing residence from infected locations to
more healthy places,just as Boccaccio himselfdoes when he flees Naples to go toVenice.
In the final analysis, Petrarch's contemplative remedy is, by no means, an active treatment
for those infected with the plague. Instead, Petrarch's remedy treats the psychological
needs of the survivors of the plague. In effect, Petrarch advocates a type of post-trauma
counseling.
Yet, underlying Petrarch's perceptive recognition of the importance of mental and
spiritual health is a radical critique of naturalistic prescriptions for health. Petrarch out-
lines his anti-naturalistic stance in a letter ofApril 26, 1336, written to Dionigi da Borgo
San Sepolcro, anAugustinian monk and Petrarch's confessor. The famous letter recounts
a mountain climbing expedition Petrarch and his brother Gherardo undertake to ascend
MontVentoux in southern France. Initially, Petrarch describes his enthusiasm in planning
and executing the challenging climb and comments on the beautiful scenery and the spec-
tacular view from the top of the mountain. The view of the Alps at the summit, in fact,
stimulates nostalgic thoughts in Petrarch, who is seized by the desire to return to his native
Italy.
Petrarch, however, quickly undergoes a powerful conversion at the mountain top
when he opens a copy ofAugustine's Confessions and reads the following sentence from
the tenth book: "And men go to admire the high mountains, the vast floods ofthe sea, the
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huge streams ofthe rivers, the circumference ofthe ocean, and the revolutions ofthe stars
- and desertthemselves [10]."Atthatpoint, Petrarch becomes painfully aware thatearth-
ly things are distractions from the more noble pursuits ofthe mind. Confiding in the read-
er of the letter, Petrarch confesses: "Silently I thought over how greatly mortal men lack
counsel who, neglecting the noblest part of themselves in empty parading, look without
for what can be found within [11]." In this letter Petrarch documents the humanistic dis-
covery that true knowledge always begins with self-knowledge.
In essence, therefore, Petrarch's anti-naturalistic stance of his 1336 letter to Dionigi
resurfaces as a call to contemplate death in the 1363 letter to Boccaccio. In the meantime,
the outbreak of the plague in 1348 leaves an indelible mark on Petrarch's subsequent
thought and redirects his focus to more medical issues. In particular, the scuffle between
Petrarch and a papal doctor explains most directly the philosophical implications of
Petrarch's polemic against medicine.
While Petrarch expresses a negative view of medicine throughout his writings, his
most direct and intense denunciation ofmedicine springs from a 1352 confrontation with
a doctor attending the sick Pope Clement VI. The conflict begins in March 1352 with a
letter Petrarch writes to the pontiff warning him to beware of the throng of mad doctors
crowding around his sickbed. Petrarch advises the pope to choose one doctor on the basis
not ofhis eloquence but ofhis knowledge. One ofthe papal doctors is so incensed at this
letter from Petrarch that he respondes with a harsh letter criticizing Petrarch for meddling
in affairs outside his concern. Petrarch, in turn, responds with another letter, which trig-
gers, after some time, yet another letter from the doctor. Finally, in the spring of 1353,
Petrarch composes the treatise now known as the Invective contra medicum, in which he
definitively responds to all of the doctor's criticisms.
In the 1352 letter to Clement VI which sparks the controversy, Petrarch invokes the
authority of the Roman encyclopedist Pliny who, in the twenty-ninth book ofthe Natural
History, summarizes the history ofmedicine and harshly criticizes doctors. Indeed, in the
letter, Petrarch cites Pliny's account ofthe "prophesy" ofMarcus Cato, which proclaims:
"Whenever the Greeks transmit their literature and especially their doctors to us, we shall
be corrupt in all things [12]." According to Pliny, the fact that Rome survived for several
centuries without the art of medicine, coupled with the fact that medicine came from
Greece, prove the base nature ofmedicine and doctors.
In the Contra medicum itself, the argument is framed in terms of a dispute between
the arts ofmedicine and rhetoric. It is essential to note the ground-breaking historical sig-
nificance ofthe Contra medicum as the first episode in a series of later humanist debates
about the hierarchy of the arts. Throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
Humanists in Italy waged a bitter dispute over the dignity and hierarchy of the legal and
medical disciplines. Such eminent Florentine Humanists as Coluccio Salutati, Leonardo
Bruni, Poggio Bracciolini, and II Galateo all engaged in a spirited debate, the so-called
"disputa delle arti," about the relative worth ofmedicine and law. The inconclusive result
of this debate notwithstanding (some of the Humanists defend medicine and others law),
these polemical treatises reveal a common humanistic interest in assaying the intellectual
worth of medicine and rhetoric. In regard to this humanistic debate, Petrarch was again
ahead of his time.
In the Contra medicum, therefore, Petrarch derides the doctor's assertion that medi-
cine is superior to rhetoric and poetry. Petrarch summarily accepts and endorses the bina-
ry organization ofknowledge into the basic groups of the liberal arts and the mechanical
arts as outlined in the Didascalicon of Hugh of St. Victor, a twelfth century theologian
with a profound influence on the later development of Scholasticism. The division of the
liberal arts and mechanical arts reflects the duality of soul and body: the liberal arts per-
tain to the soul as the mechanical ones do to the body. Rhetoric, according to Hugh, is one
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of the seven liberal arts (which are rhetoric, grammar, logic, arithmetic, music, geometry
and astronomy), while medicine is a lowly sixth of the seven mechanical arts (which are
medicine, fabric-making, armament, commerce, agriculture, hunting and theatrics) [13].
In the third book of the Contra medicum, Petrarch berates his adversary for subordi-
nating rhetoric to medicine and thereby ignoring the hierarchy ofbody and soul:
Ifin fact, like the rational soul, unless it has lost reason, commands its own body, and
the body serves the soul, so all the arts invented for the soul command those invented
for the body; the arts of the body serve those of the soul. It is known that the liberal
arts were invented for the soul, as the mechanical arts were for the body [14].
The arts that treat the soul, in Petrarch's view, are clearly superior to those that treat
the body. Petrarch repeatedly scoffs at the base nature of his opponent's profession, call-
ing him a "mechanic" and reminding him ofthe disgusting bodily fluids he routinely han-
dles and analyzes:
For you wish to speak about all matters, forgetful of your profession, which is con-
templating, ifyou do not know, urine and other things which shame prohibits me from
naming; nor are you ashamed ofinsulting those whose [profession] tends to virtue and
the soul [15].
According to Petrarch, the doctor displays his ignorance and baseness by inverting
the order ofknowledge, putting medicine above rhetoric. Petrarch indeed asserts blasphe-
my in the doctor's inversion, calling it an "unprecedented sacrilege." In fact, Petrarch
implies that the order ofthe arts is eternal and not subject to the change oftime or fortune:
"Fortune will not be able to subordinate rhetoric to medicine: it does not have any domin-
ion outside its own borders [16]."
Petrarch classifies medicine as a mechanical art, hence contradicting the trend of the
twelfth century whereby medicine acquires a philosophic legitimacy. With the introduc-
tion of the libri naturales ofAristotle into the curricula of university medical schools of
the time, medicine receives an intellectual promotion from the humble status ofa trade to
the prestigious status of a science. Doctors are no longerjust healers (medici) but physi-
cians (physici), a term which means "philosopher ofnature." Under the influence ofmed-
ical texts newly translated from Greek andArabic, physicians trained at Salerno, Bologna,
Montpellier, Paris and Padua apply the laws of the natural universe to human beings. By
ignoring the spiritual part of the human being, however, natural philosophy subverts the-
ology and challenges the reality ofthe supernatural. In 1277 the bishop ofParis condemns
this shift toward empiricism and forbids the teaching ofAristotelian natural philosophy.
Petrarch's Contra medicumjoins such an attack against the heretical nature ofnatural phi-
losophy in its medical manifestation. Following in the footsteps of Hugh of St. Victor,
Petrarch opposes extending the province ofmedicine beyond the physical and physiolog-
ical realm. For Petrarch, rhetoric, not medicine, heals the immortal part of the human
being, namely the soul. Echoing Virgil's description of the muteness of medicine in the
Aeneid (12.397), Petrarch asserts that medicine is mute and tends to the body [17].
Conversely, according to Petrarch, rhetoric speaks and tends to the soul.
Petrarch continuously condemns the encroachment of the doctor into the realm of
the soul, the domain of the liberal arts, and denounces the transgression as deceitful and
evil. In the first book of the Contra medicum, Petrarch repeats that his original letter to
the pope did not attack truly knowledgeable doctors but those whose eloquence tried to
mask their ignorance. Indeed, in the Contra medicum as a whole, Petrarch hurls the
greatest number of insults at his opponent not because he is a doctor but because he is a
doctor who has opened his mouth. Petrarch finds this mixing of medical and rhetorical
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disciplines unacceptable. For having transgressed these disciplinary boundaries, the doc-
tor loses all credibility in Petrarch's eyes. Petrarch repeatedly attacks the doctor as a liar
who lacks the training and authority to debate with anyone:
We leave the lying to you; that most grave kind of lie, lying with the most peril and
damage for those who believe. Ifyou do not believe me, ask the crowd, who has made
a proverb ofit, such that they most openly say to a liar: "You lie like a doctor!"[18]
Since speech is antithetical to their profession, doctors who aim to be eloquent are
abandoning theirprofession forthatofthe rhetorician. Petrarch's attacks againstfalse doc-
tors, therefore, are really attacks against false rhetoricians, rhetoricians in white coats, so-
to-speak. In the case of doctors, however, the impostures pose a most serious threat,
because the person entrusted with healing the body is actually corrupting the soul.
Despite classifying medicine as amechanical art, Petrarch is extremely careful to rec-
ognize the intrinsic value ofmedicine. He repeatedly clarifies his position that his dispute
is with medical impostures, not with the profession itself. Early in the first book of the
Contra medicum, Petrarch emphasizes that his letter to Clement VI did not criticize the
whole medical profession but only a few bad doctors. Again, in a letter written six weeks
later to Pierre de Rainzeville d'Auvergne, abbot of the Benedictine monastery at St-
Benigne near Avignon, Petrarch takes pains to reiterate: "My quarrel is not with all doc-
tors, however, but the worst of them: the very title of my letter shows this, for it is
addressed to a certain impudent and mad doctor [19]."
Petrarch's correspondence with a Benedictine abbot at the start of the controversy,
both the letterjustquoted and another one written two weeks earlier, is significant because
it evokes the crucial role of the Benedictine monastery at Montecassino, not far from the
medical school of Salerno, in the translation and dissemination of medical texts.
Specifically, the prolific medical production of Constantinus Africanus, whose transla-
tions from Arabic, together known as the Corpus Constantinum, include Galen's Tegni
and Megategni, Johannitius's Isagoge, the Viaticum and many other works, demonstrates
the monastic origins of late medieval medicine. Petrarch, in fact, personally involves his
Benedictine friend in the controversy. The abbot acts as Petrarch's messenger, delivering
what will become the first book of the Contra medicum to the papal doctor and, then,
relaying the doctor's response to Petrarch. The involvement of this Benedictine abbot in
the conflict with the papal doctor brings into focus the incredibly harsh depiction ofmed-
icine - as heretical, sacrilegious, disgusting, etc. - in the Contra medicum. Petrarch
undoubtedly knows that, originally, there were close ties between clerics and doctors, but
his rhetoric in the invective seems to deny any connection between religion and medicine.
In the heat of the rhetorical battle, Petrarch concedes nothing to the doctor or his profes-
sion. Outside the arena, however, Petrarch seems to hold a more moderate position.
In direct competition with naturalistic medicine, Petrarch proposes an alternative
approach to healing which focuses on the health of the human mind. In the De remediis
utriusquefortune (On Remedies ofFortune Fair and Foul), his longest and most popular
Latin work, Petrarch formulates a regimen for spiritual and psychological health. Begun
in the mid-1350s after his confrontation with the papal doctor and completed in 1366,
Petrarch's remedy-book is a collection ofmaxims to aid the reader in times ofboth good
and bad fortune. The work is organized into two books: the 122 chapters of Book 1 dis-
cuss the temptations, excesses and vanities of good fortune, while the 132 chapters of
Book 2 address the misery, sorrow, and fear of bad fortune. The manual employs dia-
logues in which the allegorical figure of Reason administers to the four passions: Hope,
Joy, Fear and Sorrow.
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The De remediis was inspired, at least in part, by Stoic moral philosophy, whose
major proponents in the classical world were Cicero and Seneca. On the one hand,
Cicero's Tusculan Disputations gives Petrarch the idea for the four passions - Hope, Joy,
Fear, Sorrow - which appear in the De remediis. On the other hand, Seneca's De remedi-
isfortuitorum is clearly the inspiration for the title of Petrarch's treatise. But, whereas
Seneca's De remediis only treats the subject of adverse fortune, Petrarch's De remediis
also includes an examination of good fortune.
In the preface to Book 1 of the treatise, Petrarch sets out his idea ofrhetorical thera-
py. Here he states that the primary concern of his manual will be mental health.
Appropriating medical terminology, Petrarch presents his healing method as the natural
extension to the mind of the attention medicine pays to the body:
I realize that, as with the human body, so also with a mind suffering from various ills,
medication by words will seem ineffective to many. Nevertheless, I cannot ignore the
thought that, the diseases ofthe mind being invisible, their remedies must be invisible
also [20].
By stressing the invisibility ofthese "diseases" and their remedies, Petrarch identifies
an area which is, by definition, beyond the scope ofempirical science. Certainly, it must
be understood that Petrarch uses the term "disease" to refer to fear, sorrow, anxiety,
bereavement, and other such psychological and emotional states that twentieth century
medicine might prefer to term "disorder." Yet, just as the indispensable tool of empirical
science, the microscope, is inadequate to reveal the physical causes ofsorrow or fear, nat-
uralistic medicine is, for Petrarch, powerless to treat the maladies ofthe mind.
As this short passage shows, Petrarch frankly admits that those with a medical per-
spective will be skeptical of his diagnosis and treatment. To treat these invisible diseases,
Petrarch prescribes the "medicines ofwords," a form of"logotherapy" that comforts, con-
soles, and cures the patient. In this context, we should recall Petrarch's letter to Boccaccio
discussed earlier, where Petrarch advises Boccaccio that the contemplation ofdeath is the
sole remedy for the anxiety provoked by the plague. Likewise, in retrospect, Petrarch's
argument in the Contra medicum about the muteness of medicine assumes greater rele-
vance. The De remediis makes explicit what is left implicit in the Contra medicum: name-
ly, the eloquence ofthe true rhetorician can function as therapeutic speech which heals the
maladies of the mind.
Petrarch's emphasis on moral philosophy subverts the tradition ofscholastic philoso-
phy and learning of which medicine was a part. In the De remediis in particular, Petrarch
makes clear that the arid and abstract art of dialectic must yield to a philosophy of living.
In Book 2, chapter 117, entitled "Fear of Dying," Reason addresses Fear's abrupt dis-
missal of philosophy:
I am, however, surprised by what you say about the philosophers. Don't you learn from
sailors about sailing, farmers about farming, warriors about warfare? But you reject the
advice of philosophers on how to conduct your life. You call the doctor to heal your
body, but you do not go to the philosopher to heal your mind, although philosophers
are the doctors of the mind and teachers of the art of living - provided they are true
philosophers [21].
In this passage Petrarch expresses the core of his ethical and moral vision. As the her-
ald of Humanism and the Renaissance, Petrarch ushers in a new age of renewed empha-
sis on the ars vivendi, the art of living. At the same time, Petrarch conceives of this art as
the true expression of philosophy.
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Historians and philosophers of the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger and Bruno
Nardi among them, have asserted that philosophy was absent in the Renaissance. On the
contrary, the Renaissance revived moral philosophy, perhaps not the critical, abstract, log-
ical kind that some think philosophy should be, but philosophy nevertheless. Petrarch
plainly sees himself as such a moral philosopher. In addition, the De remediis in general
and thejust quoted passage in particular suggest that true moral philosophers are "doctors
ofthe mind" as opposed to natural philosophers (physicians) who are doctors ofthe body.
Admiring and aspiring to the healing art, Petrarch thus confers on himself the title of
"medicus animorum," doctor of minds. In the De remediis, therefore, Petrarch rehabili-
tates the medical profession he so thoroughly despises in the Contra medicum.
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